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“Conviction seized my soul: I was a humanist.
I had constructed a likable, democratic God who could
run on an election platform of a ‘kinder, gentler
universe.’ A God who could spell potato .”
y major professor for my
medieval or modern— St. Augustine,
doctoral studies at Catholic
St. Thomas Aquinas, or Hans Kiing.
University in Washington,
No, sir! My professor’s conclusion
D.C., looked at me across his
was not only wrong, it was also undesk.
reasonable.
“Ed,” he said, “You are a medieval
Admittedly, from the time I
theologian.”
learned to tie my shoes, I looked for
I
was stunned. Granted, a an orderly and reasonable universe.
Love that Ellen White! She said parCatholic theologian ought to know
ents should teach their children to*
what Medieval Scholasticism is. But
in this case, he had it all wrong. Ed
Zinke, the son of Seventh-day Ad*E. Edward Zinke is a graduate o f the
ventist parents, the product of SevSeventh-day Adventist Theological
enth-day Adventist schools from
Seminary. After pastoral assignments,
kindergarten through graduate
he served 14 years in the Biblical
school, was a Seventh-day Adventist.
Research Institute o f the General ConAnd Seventh-day Adventist theology
ference. Ed is past president o f the ATS
doesn’t smell like, taste like, look
and is currently its treasurer.
like, or feel like Catholic theology,
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reason from cause to effect.1And that,
I early concluded, was reasonable.
At the top o f my pantheon of
values in theology was freedom to
pursue truth, wherever it might be
found and wherever it might lead.
Reason was the means by which this
principle might be achieved. I saw
myself standing in the light o f the
Reformation: free from the domination o f church and o f state, free
to open the Bible and to think and
to know. Freedom was one of the
“self-evident” truths, one o f the
“unalienable rights” with which the
child o f God was invested. The free
exercise o f reason provided the key
by which truth could be measured.
Only later did I come to realize that
I was not, as I had assumed, a child
o f the Reformation but rather, as
my professor had said, o f Medieval
Scholasticism and the Enlightenment.
So this is the story o f my
“enlightenment,” which, paradoxically, led me back to the Reformation and to an examination of my
education, which had taught me to
question everything in the pursuit
o f truth. Everything, that is, except
reason itself. Reason was sacrosanct;
it was the unquestioned starting
point for true knowledge; it was the
Hubble through which humankind
could view the universe without the
distortion o f superstition or the
bondage o f earthbound tunnel
vision. Ironic, indeed, that my

enhanced theological vision owes its
beginning to that session with my
major professor at the Catholic University o f America.
The Age of Science
Ours is the age of science. Our
tools are the tools of science. Our
thinking is shaped by science. Science has placed men on the moon.
In laboratories, science has dissected
the stuff of which miracles are made,
and discovered, at their core, reason.
Through the study of history, archaeology, and geology, humankind
can reach back into time itself, back
behind myth and legend, to determine what really happened in the
history of the race. By the use of our
creative ingenuity, by careful analysis
and application of the laws of sociology and psychology, given time, dedication, talent, and relentless reason,
we think we can solve the social ills
of society.
Reason depends on information.
Reason transforms information into
knowledge. Knowledge can be transmuted into wisdom. An erroneous
conclusion is not the fault of reason
itself, but a fault in the reasoning
process, to be remedied by further
rational analysis of the problems. As
a student, I was taught to question
every theory, every philosophy, every
idea, in order to determine whether
it withstood the test of reason. Such
was the process by which truth was
determined.
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Reason and My Adventist Religion
I had thought it through and was
convinced: The Seventh-day Adventist brand of Christianity is a
most rational way to live and think.
God never asks us to believe without
giving us sufficient evidence on
which to base our faith. In fact, He
invites us to come and “reason
together” (Isa. 1:18, KJV). The writer
of Hebrews assures us that faith is
based on evidence.2 Ellen White,
early in the Advent Movement, discerned and discoursed on the dangers of an emotional religion.3 Further, she instructed those dreamers
who wished to follow the James 5
method of healing rather than to
operate sanitariums that we were to
practice and to teach “rational methods of treatment.”4 The lesson, as I
perceived it: Biblical revelation is
authoritative because it is reasonable. Reason and science provide a
model for determining the nature of
faith. Thus I reasoned in my Enlightenment phase.
Further, my rational conclusion
was that since the natural world,
Scripture, and reason all originate
with God, they should be in harmony
with one another. Nature reveals limited truths about God; the Bible adds
further truths, but these, I reasoned,
must harmonize with what is true in
the natural world. So I sought evidences from science and the humanities— medicine, biology, geology,
archaeology, history, and philoso-

phy— that would prove the existence
of a personal God and convince any
rational being that the Bible is His
Word. Thus reason could provide a
firm foundation for accepting the
supernatural and bringing about a
synthesis between the natural and the
supernatural.
During this period in my pursuit
of a rational theology, I learned to
apply the historical-critical method
o f study— basically, a humanistic
approach to literature— to the Bible.
My rationalistic and empirical presuppositions prepared me to accept
the validity of this tool. Further, the
method could be used to defend the
Bible against the attacks of critics.
The end surely justified the means.
Soon, my theological education
led me into new dimensions. Neo-orthodoxy and existentialism became
familiar haunts. The Bible was not
the Word of God; it merely contained the Word of God. Truth was
not absolute; rather it was relative to
the individual. These insights were
tempting, but I rejected them, for
they did not fit well in my rational
universe.
Measuring Up to My View
Many were the signposts pointing
me to the ideological highlands where
theologians graze. And the grass usually does look greener across the
fence. But my rationalist pasture satisfied me, for I found a God of love
within its perimeter. A God of a par-

30

Published by Digital Commons @ Andrews University,

3

Submission to Perspective Digest
R eason w as sacrosan ct; it w as the u n q u estio n ed
startin g p o in t f o r tru e kn ow ledge; it w as th e H u b b le throu gh
w hich h u m a n k in d cou ld v iew th e universe w ith ou t th e
d isto rtio n o f su perstition o r the b o n d a g e o f e a rth b o u n d
tu n n el vision.

ing him self from the Lifegiver.
Christ, by His death, did not take
our sins upon Himself. Such a concept was foreign to rationality. What
justice is there in one man dying in
the place of another? The notion of a
substitutionary atonement was
pagan. The cross, rationally interpreted, was only a manifestation of
the love of God— there so powerfully expounded that the universe
might be won over by this expression of divine concern.
Certainly, following reason to its
reasonable synthesis would have led
me to these exciting conclusions! On
the basis of a rational interpretation
of Gods love, I was relieved of the
embarrassment o f accepting and
defending God as He is represented
in parts of the Old and the New Testaments. The stumbling block of the
cross was removed. I could live with
this God in contemporary society.

ticular notion of love, to be sure. I
began to ask of various theological
viewpoints, Do these comport with
my idea of a God of love?
If a theological concept seemed
unworthy of my concept, I sought to
reinterpret it. Fortunately, my concept of a God of love turned out to
be pretty close to Bible truth, though
I did not yet perceive that I was fitting God into my concept and judging Him by it, rather than fitting my
concept into His revelation.
I considered the doctrine of judgment in the light of my God of love.
The judgment, I determined, took
place in the amphitheater of the universe. The universe watched as
God— yes, God!— was brought before the interstellar court, where the
inhabitants of the universe were free
to determine, rationally, of course,
whether God’s attributes blended
justice and love.
I was tempted to think that, within
this context, the biblical God of
judgment had to be reinterpreted.
The eradication of sinners could not
be Gods act. Rather, the sinner s fate
was simply the result of his separat-

Questions and Surprises
But how was I to relate this God
of my conception to the authority of
Scripture, a notion somewhat confusing to me because it too was spocontinued on page 33
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continued from page 31

from my Catholic professor and
heard him pronounce the surprising
verdict: “Ed, you are a medieval theologian.”
For the next nine months I
engaged in both an intense search
and an intense spiritual and intellectual struggle. Passages such as 1
Corinthians cut through my “enlightened” and reasonable theology:
“Christ sent me. . . to preach the
gospel, not with wisdom of words;
lest the cross of Christ should be
made of none effect” (chap. 1:17,
KJV); “your faith should not stand
in the wisdom of men, but in the
power of God” (chap. 2:5, KJV). Saving faith, said Paul, is the gift of God
(Eph. 2:8), and comes by hearing the
Word (Rom. 10:17). How could I
accept this if indeed my mind was
the foundation and measure of
truth? Had I not built a rock-solid
foundation for faith on rationality?
The idea of giving up the supremacy
of my reason was frightening.
I had thought that I was a child of
the Protestant Reformation, but now
I began to realize that I was instead a
child of Scholasticism and the Enlightenment. The Reformation insisted on the subservience of human
beings to the Bible as the foundation
of faith, knowledge, and the exercise
of reason. The Enlightenment freed
humanity from an alleged bondage
to Scripture. Ironically, it demanded
human submission to reason. The
conviction seized my soul: I was a

ken in the context of rationality.
Nonetheless, I found the idea attractive, for it seemed to be not only in
the Reformation tradition but also
part of historic Adventism. Furthermore, it made sense. If the Bible was
God’s Word, surely it must be
authoritative. But if reason was, as I
had long assumed, the foundation of
and criterion for truth where did the
Bible fit into this theological equation?
Such was my thinking as I began
doctoral studies at the Catholic University of America. One of my early
projects was to do a paper on the history of method in theology. Among
other themes, the paper required
argumentation for the authority of
Scripture from a rational perspective.
At the time, I didn’t realize that I was
delineating an oxymoron!
In my paper, which I presented
orally to my peers, I sought to get
down to the fundamentals of theology— the nature of things, the basic
data, the nature of truth, the relationship of God and the universe to
the natural world, the autonomy of
human reason within the scheme of
things, the authority of Scripture. To
my surprise, neither my professor
nor my classmates bought my attempt to superimpose the authority
of Scripture on my reasonable surmising. They argued that subjectivity precluded basing theology on the
authority of Scripture.
So it was that I sat across the desk

33

Published by Digital Commons @ Andrews University,

5

Submission to Perspective Digest
On th e b asis o f a ra tio n a l in terp reta tio n o f God's love,
I w as reliev ed o f th e em b a rra ssm en t o f a ccep tin g a n d
d efen d in g G o d a s H e is rep resen ted in p a r ts o f th e O ld a n d th e
N ew Testam ents. T h e stu m blin g b lo c k o f the cross w as
rem oved. I co u ld live w ith this G od in co n tem p o ra ry society.

humanist. I had elevated mind over
Gods Word, indeed, even over the
One who sat on the throne of the
universe. I had constructed a likable,
democratic God, who could win the
affection of a democratic people. A
God who could run on an election
platform of a “kinder, gentler universe.” A God who could spell potato.

came to me like a spring of water
bursting upon a thirsty soul. I perceived, at last, that He was calling for
conversion not only of my heart but
also of my mind.
I saw that God asks that we view
not only righteousness from His
perspective but also truth and
knowledge. Christ had declared
Himself to be the Way, the Truth,
and the Life (John 14:6). But I had
been trying to find truth apart from
Him, so that I could do Him the
favor of pulling Him into the canon
of truth. I had attempted to make
reason and sense data the standpoints from which truth could be
seen, measured, and quantified. Now
I saw that God intended His Word to
play that role. Righteousness and
Scripture were both divine gifts to
humankind.

How to Spell Salvation
My immediate problem was to
determine how God spelled salvation. A renewed emphasis within my
church on righteousness by faith
brought the invitation to accept this
wondrous deliverance as a gift. Not
by works, lest any man should boast.
As a gift from God! How unreasonable! But how gracious!
The penitent must do what is
repugnant to our contemporary
society: rely upon a righteousness
that is not of his or her own making.
To do so requires a new perspective
on life and a willingness, by the
grace of God, to accept and to follow
that perspective. In a word, it
requires conversion. God’s appeal

The Scriptures: Authority and Role
I had interpreted the Reformation to mean absolute freedom to
determine my own truth. Now I
began to understand the meaning of
Sola Scriptura, the Bible alone, the
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God cannot speak through the
church, nature, reason, sense, or
experience? No, but it does mean
that Scripture is the norm by which
we determine where else God
speaks, and the meaning o f that
message. Thus, for the Reformers,
the standpoint from which the
Christian was to view the universe
and life did not reside within the
believer, but with the Word of God.
Because God had spoken, the
human family could understand the
world around them, the significance
of their own lives, and the way they
should live.
Whereas I had thought it to be
the Christian’s responsibility to convince the world by superior wisdom,
I now saw this to be the role of the
Holy Spirit. It is the Christian’s task
to proclaim the message; it is the role
of the Holy Spirit to bring conviction. The power of the gospel is not
in the wisdom of humankind, but in
God. I found it infinitely more awesome to come under the power of
God than to come under the wisdom of human beings.
My notion o f freedom also
changed. Rather than being selfexistent, it is the gift of God. It is not
a right inherent in the universe to
which God Himself is subject. The
choice is not one of autonomy, nor is
it to become autonomous, but
rather to live either in the service of
God or of Satan.
I began to realize that I had been

battle cry of the Reformation. The
Bible was not to be placed on the
shelf beside the pope, church, philosophy, nature, reason, the structure of existence, or any other property of human beings or of the
world. The Bible, under the Spirit,
rested upon no other authority. It
was its own authority.
Furthermore, I saw that the Bible
could not be interpreted from any
other perspective or philosophical
system, no matter how ancient or
how modern. My worldview for the
study of Scripture must not come
from Plato or Aristotle, nor from
contemporary rationalism, empiricism, existentialism, or any other
brand of humanism. The question
was not which brand of humanism
represented reality. Rather, it was a
question of humanism versus the
Word of God.
Sola Scriptura also meant that the
Bible must not be interpreted from
the standpoint of any external methods. The allegorical method of the
first century must not be imposed
upon it, nor must it be subjected to
the more contemporary historicalcritical method. To do so would be
to impose an alien culture upon the
Word. The Bible was to be its own
interpreter. Under the Holy Spirit
the Word of God provides its own
foundation, philosophical context,
method of interpretation, and general historical context.
Does Sola Scriptura mean that
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a conservative humanist— a pretty
fair description of a medieval theologian, as my professor had labeled
me. The dividing line of orthodoxy
for me had been between those who
accept or reject such things as a sixday creation, a short chronology, the
bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ,
and a literal, visible Second Coming.
Now I began to see these doctrines
as conclusions that come at the end
of a path on which the seeker has
long traveled. When he began his
journey, did he intend to establish
his theology on the Word of God, or
did he choose another foundation as
his starting point and guide?
Eventually, I came to see that conservative humanism is the seed bed of
liberalism. Conservative humanists
already accept the epistemology, the
method of thinking, of their contemporaries. By so doing, they embark
without the companionship of God’s
Word. The dividing line between the
biblically based and the non-biblically based theologian is not doctrine
but their respective attitudes toward
the authority of the Bible.
While contemplating my walk
through the wilderness of highland
theology, I recalled that my Saviour
had once, in a wilderness, confronted essentially my temptations.
First was the philosophical option: A
God of love wouldn’t leave His Son
in the wilderness without food and
companionship, would He? He was
also tempted with an empirical

option: I will prove My divinity by
turning stones into bread. He chose,
instead, to live by “It is written.”
As I negotiate uncharted pathways in my pilgrimage toward Truth,
I rejoice in the power of God’s Word.
It brought worlds into existence. It
gave sight to the blind, hearing to the
deaf, life to the lifeless. When we
read His Word, we’re not con fronting dead words on a page. It is
as if God in person were speaking to
us, and through the Holy Spirit seeking not only our heart but our mind,
our intellect. I now see His Word as
self-authenticating, all-sufficient,
and able to instruct sinners, as He
did me, in the way of salvation.
□
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